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It was Marcii 10, 1969, when prison es- 
capee James Earl Ray pleaded guilty to 
murdering the Rev, Martin Luther King Jr. 
outside his Memphis motel room. 

It was just three days later that Ray 
•recanted his conJession, saying he, was 
framed in a conspiracy to slay the civil 
rights leader. 

But more than Ray’s guilty plea says he 
was the gunman who killed the hero of a 
race of Americans struggling for equality. 

He bought a rifle linked to the assassina- 
tion. He was staying in a rooming house 
nearby, under an assumed name. There is 
evidence he stalked King for weeks across 
the South. 

Still, in the 24 years since he recanted 
his confession, Ray has consistently said 
he was a scapegoat in a complex and 
convoluted plan to kill King involving a 
mysterious man named Raoul. 

And claims by a Memphis businessman 
that he helped organize a plot to kill King 
for a buddy — also involving a mysterious 
man named Raoul — has some wondering 
whether Ray, indeed, was somebody’s fall 
guy. 

“I didn’t kill Martin Luther Kang,” Ray 
said in an interview with The Tennessean 
yesterday, repeating his contention that he 
was coerced into pleading guilty. “Every- 
one wanted a plea except me.” 

Some of the evidence against Ray is 
ambiguous; for example, neither medical 
evidence ^thered during King’s autopsy 
nor a detailed engineering study conduct- 
ed for Congress could precisely determine 
the bullet's origin. 

Nor could bcdlistics experts directly tie 
the bullet that killed King to a 30.06 rifle 


bearing Ray's fingerprints. Not enough 
markings remained on bullet fragments 
removed from King's body to prove it was 
fired by Ray’s gun, but the bullet did come 
from a 30.06 rifle. 

But a 1979 congressional inquiry into 
Ray’s claims of conspiracy concluded that 
the right man is behind bars. A broad 
range of evidence, the inquiry said, indi- 
cated Ray was King’s a<g^<g;in- 

• Ray was in several places at the same 
time as King in the weeks before the 
assassination, including Selma, Ala ; Atlan- 
ta and Memphis. Congressional investi^- 
tors concluded the stops were more than 
just coincidence and considered them evi- 
dence Ray stalked King. 

• Ray had purchased the 30.06 rifle in 
Birmin^am, Ala., the week before the 
slaying. Although Ray had been using the 
alias Eric Starvo Galt exclusively for sev- 
eral months, he used another name — 
Harvey Lowmeyer — when buying the 
rifle. Ray initially bought another gun in 
Birmingham, but e.xchanged it the next 
day for the higher power 30.06. 

• On the day King went to Memphis for 
the last time — April 3. 1968 — Ray 
checked into the New Rebel Motel on the 
outskirts of the city. The next day, the day 
King was assassinated, Ray checked into 
the rooming house across from the Lor- 
raine Motel, where King was staying. Po- 
lice recovered a newspaper bearing Ray’s 
fingerprints with a story about King, men- 
tioning he was staying at the Lorraine. 

• At the rooming house, Ray rejected 
the first room he was shown in favor of 
Room 5B, which had a view of the Lor- 
raine. Police found a chair pushed under 
the window of Ray's room. By standing on 
the chair Ray would have a clear view of 


the motel. 

• The bathroom from which experts say 
King’s assassin likely fired the fatal shot 
was just down the haU from Room 5B, 
which Ray rented using the name John 
Willard. 

• On the day of the assassination, anoth- 
er rooming house tenant said he heard a 
shot and then saw a man run from the 
bathroom carrying something under his 
arm. This tenant and another one who ai<y> 
saw a running man could not definitely say 
it was Ray. 

• Witnesses outside the Lorraine point- 
ed to the rooming house when police 
asked them where the shot came from. 

• Minutes after the shooting^ police re- 
covered a bundle near the doorway of an 
amusement company near the rooming 
house. The bundle contained a 30.06 rifle, 
a pair of binoculars, two cans of beer and 
a newspaper, all bearing Ray's finger* 
prinB, 

• At the time of the shooting. Ray 
claims, he was not at the boarding house 
but had driven to a service station to have 
a tire repaired. The owners of that station 
said they never saw Ray that day, and no 
other witnesses could be found to place 
Ray there at the time of the shooting. 

• • Ray left Memphis immediately after 
the shooting, at 6:01 p.m. April 4. He drove 
to Atlanta and then fled to Canada. He was 
caught in England two months later. 

Although the congressional committee 
concluded that Ray was the assassin, some 
of King's associates believe there was no 
way the shot that killed their leader came 
from the rooming house above Jim's Grill. 

Many others continue to believe Ray' 
was not acting alone in the assassination. ■ 


